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fatalities in the 1970s and 80s were 
due to fishing equipment.
It is not that these threats 
went unrecognised. Aside from 
a brief spell during Mao’s Great 
Leap Forward — when Nature 
was declared an ‘enemy of the 
people’ and the Baiji was actively 
prosecuted — the urgent need 
for its conservation was gradually 
realised inside and outside of 
China. But, while some attempts 
were made to establish a captive 
population, the Baiji’s demise 
could not be halted in the face of 
the exorbitant economic growth: 
the last Baiji sighting was in 2002 
and in the same year the last 
captive animal died. 
The Baiji was one of five 
species of river dolphin: the 
Boto, or Amazon river dolphin, 
the Fanciscana, living on the La 
Plata estuaries in Argentina, as 
well as the closely related Susu 
and the Bhulan of the Ganges and 
Indus rivers, respectively. They 
all show a number of convergent 
evolutionary adaptations, most 
notably their poor eyesight, 
verging on complete blindness 
in some of them. As similar as 
their biology are the threats they 
face from habitat destruction, 
increased water use and fishery. 
In particular, the Ganges and 
Indus rivers dolphins are in 
immediate danger. Like the Baiji, 
they are ‘living fossils’ and the 
only representatives of a once 
successful mammalian family. Their 
estimated numbers each range 
between 1,000 and 2,000 individuals 
and are predicted to be dwindling, 
as they share their habitats with a 
dense and ever-increasing human 
population for which water is as 
vital as it is for them.
Whether the Baiji is now 
being classified as ‘possibly’ or 
‘functionally’ extinct, whether or 
not there will be future headlines 
of the odd Baiji sighting, it has by 
now almost entered a realm of 
the unreal, of the mythical — not 
much different from that of the 
pretty girl whose incarnation it was 
fabled to be. Ironically, knowing 
next to nothing about how the Baiji 
lived, we are not far away from 
the ignorance of the fishermen 
who created the myth, except that 
they treated the ‘Goddess of the 
Yangtze’ with respect.Hidden gems
Amidst all the fears of loss of 
biodiversity around the world, 
and particularly in the tropics 
where so much exists and 
is least charted, Costa Rica 
stands out as a small but highly 
significant home for a vast 
diversity of species, whose 
futures are being taken seriously.
Many researchers within the 
country and from outside are 
involved in projects cataloguing, 
monitoring and researching the 
rich array of species that occur 
in Costa Rica’s diverse tropical 
habitats.
And a new book* celebrates 
a small selection of the 
enormous diversity of moths 
and butterflies in the country 
in large-format photographs 
taken by Jeffrey Miller, from 
the Department of Rangeland 
Ecology and Management at 
Oregon State University.
The photographs are 
accompanied by species 
accounts and caterpillar images. 
Together with co-authors Daniel 
Janzen and Winifred Hallwachs 
at the University of Pennsylvania, 
they describe the insects’ 
abilities in mimicry and migration, 
courtship behaviours and 
describe how DNA technology 
is boosting lepidopteran 
biodiversity research.The authors carried out 
their work in the Guanacaste 
Conservation area in north- west 
Costa Rica, a remarkable  
reserve that is only the size of 
New York City and its suburbs. 
But within this region, 10,000 
species of moths and butterfly 
species have been estimated 
to exist, representing wide 
taxonomic diversity, and 
variations in behaviour and 
life- history tactics.
An inventory has also been 
compiled of the caterpillar stages 
of moths and butterflies in this 
region.
“We chose to show these 
moths and butterflies through 
one of the many possible lenses, 
as artistic portraits pinned 
against a black background, 
partnered with species accounts 
that illuminate the life histories 
trusting that a beautiful creature 
is made more beautiful if it is 
understood”, the authors say. 
The long-term work of Jansen 
and Hallwachs, a team of 
caterpillar collectors, and the 
participation of neighbouring 
farming communities has 
deepened understanding of 
Costa Rica’s lepidoptera and 
has brought about advances in 
restoration ecology of tropical 
habitats, biodiversity prospecting, 
biotechnology and ecotourism 
development, the authors write.Colour coded: One of the dazzling species of lepidotera (Zerene cesonia) depicted 
in the book. 
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Mike O’Donnell is a professor at 
The Rockefeller University and a 
Howard Hughes Medical Institute 
Investigator. He performed his 
undergraduate studies at the 
University of Portland in Oregon. He 
received his PhD in Biochemistry 
studying biophysical mechanisms 
of electron transfer in flavoproteins 
in 1982 from the University of 
Michigan in Ann Arbor. During 
his postdoctoral studies, he 
learned to work with multiprotein 
DNA replication systems in the 
laboratories of Arthur Kornberg and 
I. Robert Lehman at Stanford. In 
1986 he started his own laboratory 
in the Department of Microbiology 
at Cornell University Medical 
College, chaired by Ken Burns. 
In 1996 he moved to Rockefeller 
University. His research centers 
around biochemical mechanisms of 
multiprotein processes that replicate 
chromosomes in bacteria and yeast.
Why did you go into science 
as a career? I didn’t really 
know what I wanted to do until 
quite late in college. I majored in 
science, thinking maybe I’d go to 
medical school. My undergraduate 
university was small and didn’t 
have a graduate program in 
science, so I had no idea what 
science was like as a career. To pay 
my tuition I worked as a deckhand 
on a charter fishing boat off the 
Oregon coast. I fell in love with the 
temper and beauty of the Pacific, Trick or treat: Two species depicted in the book: above, Morphio amathonte; and 
below, Rothschildia erycinia.  and that relationship deepened 
my sense of wonder about the 
workings of the natural world. 
I started to think of going into 
marine biology. Then, in my third 
year, Ralph Yount, a biochemist at 
Washington State University, came 
to my campus and was introduced 
to me by my science professors. 
He offered me a position for a few 
months doing bench work in his 
lab. That experience was an eye 
opener for me and it really hooked 
me on science.
Given what you know now, 
are you happy you went into 
science? Oh yes. I wouldn’t “Since we are diurnal, 
colour-vision mammals, the 
photographs we chose tend to 
depict species that are brightly 
coloured”, they write. “As a 
result, the particular ledger of 
species we chose is biased 
in favour of those that warn 
potential predators to stay away, 
and their mimics.”
But the authors point out that 
so little work has been done 
on these species that it is hard 
to know which are genuinely 
poisonous and which are the 
mimics.But the collected photographs 
represent a stunning array of 
butterfly and moth morphology 
and colours and a major 
potential research resource.
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